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Dick Smith's adventures have taken him around the world more than once by helicopter. 



Introduction 

ichard Harold Smith, or 

Dick Smith as he is 

known to most Aust

ralians, is a passionate man. 

He is passionate about many 

things: he is a conservationist, 

a businessman, a philan

thropist (a person who helps 

others) and an adventurer. He 

has made millions of dollars 

but he is not really interested 

in the money itself. He gives 

millions of dollars away. 

Dick Smith is a great believer in 

the power of the individual to 

make a difference. He admires 

people who take risks, face chal

lenges and contribute to our 

world in ways that make it bet

ter. He is an adventurer who has 

performed daring and dangerous 

feats of flying. While he says that 

the key to success is to minimise 

risks, he has never undertaken a 

challenge in which all the risks 

were eliminated. On his solo 

helicopter flight around the 

world in 1983, for example, he 

had to rely on his own knowl

edge and skill to navigate, as his 

helicopter was not fitted with 

sophisticated satellite navigation 

equipment. Dick Smith was the 

first person to fly a helicopter 

solo around the world. He was 

also the first person to fly a 

helicopter to the North Pole 

and the first person, along with 

his co-pilotJohn Wallington, 

to fly in a hot-air balloon 

across Australia. 

Money isn't enough 

Dick Smith is the first to admit 

that as a student he 

did not appear to 

be marked out 

for success. 

However, he 

discovered that 

he had a talent 

for electronics 

and through 

hard work 

and persever

ance he soon 

became one 

Making money
'··

: 
I found I hated sitting in an

office merely making money.'



of Australia'.s most successful 

businessmen. Dick Smith 

Electronics was a multi-million 

dollar company but at the height 
of its success he sold it and left. 

Making money was not satisfy

ing for Dick In the introduction 
to his book Our Fantastic Planet: 

Circling the Globe via the Poles 

with Dick Smith, he writes 

'Australia is the most wonderful 
place to start a business, because 

there's not much competition. 
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Most Australians are pretty laid 

back, so if you put in hard work, 

ask advice, copy the success of 

others and surround yourself 
with capable people, you are 

bound to do well.' 

What Dick Smith really wanted 

to do was to go adventuring. He 

also wanted to show Australians 

that their country was a place of 

extraordinary beauty He started 

a magazine which set out to do 

Bushwalking is one of Dick's greatest pleasures. 



this. Dick felt that there was too 

much in the media that was 

negative. It created a sense of 

hopelessness in people and he 

wanted to change this. The 

incredible success of his maga

zine, Australian Geographic, 

proved that Australians wanted 

to read a quality magazine that 

celebrated nature. 

The power of the individual 

Dick Smith has won many 

awards including Australian of 

the Year in 1986. He has pro

duced many documentaries for 

television and published several 

beautiful books of his travels. He 

has also held important posi

tions in the community Between 

1990 and 1992 he was Chair

man of the Civil Aviation Auth

ority He was also appointed to a 

similar position in 1997. He has 

never been afraid to speak his 

mind about matters that are 

important to him. He was so 

concerned about the problems 

he saw within the Department of 

Aviation that he wrote a book 

about it called Two Years in the 

Aviation Hall of Doom. 

Dick Smith's energy seems inex

haustible. His belief in the 

power of the individual makes 

him impatient with bureaucracy 

He doesn't like to turn matters 

over to committees for decisions. 

He would rather make the deci

sions with a hand-picked group 

of advisors, and be responsible 

for the consequences. He is 

always ready to listen to advice 
though. This is, he says, the real 

secret of his success. Listen and 

learn. He has said that if there is 

one thing that annoys him about 

many Australians, it is their in

ability to communicate. If you 

don't know about something, 
ask. 'People having misunder

standings and not asking advice. 
It's an Australian condition,' he 

says. 

The simple things 

Despite his adventures and his 

busy life, in the end it is the 

simple things which give Dick 
Smith the most pleasure. Bush

walking with his family is his 

idea of the ideal adventure. One 

of his greatest pleasures is bush

walking in the bush near his 

home outside Sydney There is a 

cave there which no one knows 

about except him. He says, 'Its 

more beautiful than any cathe

dral. I go there and sit and look 
at these beautiful trees. And I 

dream of adventure and things 

I'm going to do.' 

Makers & Shakers • Dick Smith 3 
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here was no indication 

when Dick Smith was a 

child that he would grow 

up to become a millionaire. In 

fact, he never expected to 

make any money himself. He 

was born on 18 March 1944 at 

Roseville in Sydney and his 

parents named him Richard 

Harold Smith. 

Dick Smith is happy to admit 
that he was never any good at 
schooL He just didn't fit in. He 
didn't like doing many of the 
things other kids did and he 
didn't pay much attention in his 

classes. He was always a bit of a 
loner and that was the way that 
he liked it. He relied upon his 
imagination to provide him 1Nith 
stimulation and enjoyment. He 
was lucky too in that he lived 
close to bushland. This was an 
enchanted world for him. He 
would explore the bush and 
imagine great adventures. 
Perhaps it was here where his 
love of adventure began. 

4 

As a child, Dick Smith was very interested in wildlife. 

School days 

School gave Dick little satisfac

tion. He didn't play sport 
because he was hopeless at it, 
and when he was in primary 

school he was called names. At 
the time he found this difficult 
to deal with and it spoiled what 
little chance he had of enjoying 
school. But Dick wasn't always 
unhappy. When he wasn't at 
school, he pursued the things he 
did enjoy. He loved the natural 
world; even at a very young age 



he was fascinated by it. He 

would collect lizards and insects 

and observe their behaviour. 

While other kids were running 

around playing games, Dick was 

off by himself, experiencing the 

world of the bush and wonder

ing about it all. If he thought 

about what he might do when 

he grew up, he imagined being a 

park ranger. At such a young age 

he couldn't think of a more 

perfect job. Imagine a job where 

you could be outside in the 

bush all day. 

Dick's academic performance 

did not improve when he went 

to North Sydney Technical High 

School despite his gift for 

mechanics. He admits that he 

spent a good deal of his time 

'nicking off'. His results reflect 

his actions - in his intermediate 

year he scored only seven per 

cent for French. His own poor 

achievement at school taught 

Dick Smith a valuable lesson. 

There is more to a person than 

his or her academic results and it 

is a mistake to make judgements 

about people based on these 

results. 

Scouts 

There were elements of Dick's 

life outside school which gave 

him enormous satisfaction. He 

loved Scouts and he loved tink

ering with radio sets. He was 

eight years old when he first 

joined Cubs and discovered a 

group of people who were inter

ested in many of the things that 

interested him. He learned self

reliance and survival skills. He 

Dick was eight years old when he joined 

the Cub Scouts. 

Makers & Shakers • Dick Smith 5 



was particularly attracted to the 

Scouting movement because it 

taught him essential elements of 

bushcraft. It reflected his love of 

bushwalking and camping. He 

still loves these things and when 

his own children were young, 

they too considered an overnight 

camp in the bush the best fun 
possible. Bushwalking through 

the Tasmanian wilderness is still 
a holiday enjoyed by the whole 

Smith family 

Dick's commitment to the Scouts 
was rewarded when he won the 

prestigious Baden-Powell award 

... 

at the age of 23. Lord Baden

Powell founded the Scouting 

movement and this award is the 

highest honour available to 

members of the Scouts. In the 

same year that he won the award 

he married Pip. She was a Girl 

Guide ranger who shared his 
interest in Scouts. 

Radios and electronics 

Dick also had a great interest in 

radios and electronics. He made 
his first crystal set (simple radio 
receiver) when he was only eight 
years old. He became interested 

in radio sets through visiting 

. . ;;· . � " " �

Dick's uncle Harold's room was full of radio equipment. 

6 Makers & Shakers • Dick Smith 



his grandfather, the famous 

photographer Harold Cazneaux. 

There was a room in the house 

that had once belonged to Dick's 

uncle, whose name was also 

Harold. He had been killed in 

World War II and his parents 

(Dick's grandparents) were so 

upset by his death that they left 

his room exactly as it was when 

he went away to fight in the war. 

The room was kept locked, but 

one day in 1952, when he was 

eight years old, Dick was given a 

key to the room and allowed to 

look inside. He discovered that 

his uncle had been a radio 

enthusiast. The room was full of 

radio equipment. This discovery 

sparked Dick's enthusiasm for 

radios. He learned how to build 

a crystal set and was intrigued 

by the mysterious power of 

radio waves. How was it that 

this simple device could pick up 

music and conversation from 

radio stations many hundreds of 

kilometres away? The following 

year, when he was nine, Dick 

was given a soldering iron and 

from then his interest in elec

tronics grew. Soon he under

stood all about radio waves, 

receivers, transmitters and 

frequencies. This new fascina

tion, together with his love 

of the outdoors, made his 

childhood a rich 

and happy one. 

At school
'/ was absolutely hopeless at

_school. I was good at nicking off Inintermediate I got seven per cent. forFrench. I loved two things. I lovedthe Scouts. And I loved radio sets.,

Makers & Shakers • Dick Smith 7 



Getting started 

espite disliking school 

so much, Dick did just 

manage to get his Leaving 

Certificate (the equivalent of 

year 11). He left school with

out good qualifications and 

with no real ambitions. He 

knew that he was good at 

fixing radios. In fact he had 

earned money as a teenager 

by fixing radios for people in 

his neighbourhood. 

He still had a vague notion that 
he might like to be a park 

ranger, but a friend of the family 

pointed out that he would prob

ably not enjoy being a part of a 

large bureaucracy He would 

have to follow someone else'.s 

orders and would probably not 
be able to do things the way he 

thought they should be done. 

This might suit some people but 

it would not suit Dick Smith. 

However he is certain that if he 

had become a park ranger, he 

would have risen quickly to the 
position of superintendent of a 
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national park. He is not boasting 

when he says this but simply 
expressing his belief that he 

would have approached the job 

with passion, commitment and 

enthusiasm. He knows that 
many people consider him to 
have enormous amounts of 

energy and drive and he 

acknowledges that this is true. 

'I find many people completely 

lacking in discipline. They want 

things that they'd like to get, but 

are not prepared to work hard 

for them. At about 22 or 23 I 

realised that if I wanted to do 

what I wanted to do, I'd have to 
be disciplined.' 

False starts 

When Dick Smith left school, 
he decided that he needed to 

gain some qualifications in the 

area of electronics. But his poor 

academic performance was to 

continue. He failed the admis

sion test for a traineeship at the 

Department of Civil Aviation. 

He enrolled at university, but 



attended only two lectures 

before he dropped out. He went 

to a technical college but left 

after a year. He was apprenticed 

to Weston Electronics, a com

pany that made two-way radios 

for the Royal Flying Doctor 

Service, but as he failed the 

course part of the apprentice
ship, he was unable to continue. 

It began to look as though he 

would never find his feet. He 

even began to doubt himself, to 

feel that he was indeed a failure. 

He decided that he would 

become a park ranger after all. It 

certainly seemed a better option 

than doing nothing. As fate 

would have it however, at the 

time he made this decision the 
' 

National Parks service changed 
its entrance requirements. It was 
decided that all park rangers 

would have to have university 

qualifications. Dick found that 

another door had slammed shut. 

Dick had saved some money and 

he decided that he would get 

away from Australia for a while. 
He needed to remove himself 

from an environment in which 

he felt a failure. He climbed 

mountains in Switzerland and 
spent some time in England. His 

tour refreshed him and rebuilt 

his confidence in himself. When 

he returned to Australia he was 

ready to start again. And his luck 

was about to change. 

Marriage and a new career 

Dick Smith met Pip and they fell 

in love and married. He went 
back to Weston Electronics to 

try to get another position. 

Weston Electronics had a con

tract to service the Manly Taxi 

Radios in Sydney, but they told 

Dick that they were not going to 

renew their contract. Seeing a 

business opportunity, Dick 

decided that he would take over 

this service himself. 

Setting up a business costs 
money Dick had $600 saved 

'

and his fiancee Pip had only $10 
in savings. At the time she was 
doing a secretarial course. They 

both believed in the venture 
though, and in August 1968 

they opened their business. They 

rented a cheap shop 
at a failed shopping 

centre called 

The Big Bear in 

the Sydney sub

urb of Neutral 

Bay They 

couldn't afford 
advertising. 

A modest start 
All they had 

was a sign 

stuck on 

their old car. 

'/ started with $600 A t·ttt I p· · 1 eater ,p was working for another corn-'pony for $22. I couldn't afford h er.
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Dick and Pip Smith at their wedding, in March 19 6 9. 

It said 'Dick Smith Car Radios at 
The Big Bear'. 

Because they had no money to 

pay for advertising, Dick drove 

his car to different spots around 

the city and left it parked. He 

would then hitchhike back to 
the office. Sometimes he parked 

it in places which gave him good 
exposure, but which brought 

him to the attention of the 
police. 'I once put it in the rather 
exclusive Roseville Golf Club 

carpark. Well, did the manager 

go crazy!' 

The business quickly became an 

enormous success. Pip finished 

her secretarial course and 

10 Makers & Shakers• Dick Smith 

worked as hard as Dick to 

ensure the business was a suc

cess. Dick's friend, John Webster, 
worked with him and before 

long they had more work than 

they could handle. In the first 

year of operation 'Dick Smith 

Car Radios' made more money 

than the Prime Minister of 
Australia. 

Recipe for business 

Dick Smith's explanation for his 
rapid success is that he was 

incredibly enthusiastic and that 
enthusiasm is contagious - it 

makes those around him very 

enthusiastic too. His company 

was also good at delivering its 



promises. Customers came back 

because the business was effi

cient and reliable. A business 

that fixed two-way radios and 

sold car radios could only suc

ceed if the service it offered was 

better than its competitors. 

Dick's approach to his business 

made sure that this was the case. 

It boomed as a result. Dick 

Smith was on his way and he 

achieved this without borrowing 

from banks. The banks had 

refused to lend him the money 

because they weren't confident 

that the business would be a 

success and were worried that 

their money would not be 

repaid. In order to expand the 

business he borrowed $6000 
from friends, and insisted on 

paying them full interest as well 

as repaying the principal amount 

he borrowed. Dick is proud of 

the fact that he has never bor

rowed from banks, other than 

when he bought his first house. 

'I now have no borrowings at all. 

I have no mortgage. I have never 

bought any shares.' 

D K H C 

The first business premises of Dick Smith Electronics, at The Big Bear, Neutral Bay, Sydney. 
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The electronics business 

he car radio business was 

booming, and in 1972 

Dick decided to branch 

out. The new business invol

ved selling electronic compo

nents. These are the parts 

which go to make up various 

pieces of electronic equipment. 

People would come to Dick 

Smith Wholesale, as it was 

called, in order to buy parts. 

The business had been operating 

for only a few months when it 

ran into trouble. Dick admits 

that he had become over

confident. The people he had 

employed to manage the com

pany left, and he discovered that 

$18 000 worth of stock had been 

stolen. This was a devastating 

blow. Dick was advised to close 

the business and declare himself 

bankrupt. This would mean that 

he would only have to pay 

50 cents in every dollar that he 

owed to the friends who had lent 

him the money As a result they 

would lose a lot of money But 

12 

Dick Smith couldn't do this. He 

said, 'I couldn't face meeting 

people I owed money to.' 

Dick's solution was to keep sell

ing car radios until he had paid 

off all his debts. He worked hard 

and within 18 months had paid 

his friends. The electronic com

ponents business had nearly 

failed, but Dick felt that he could 

make it succeed if he worked 

really hard. He certainly pre

ferred this kind of business to 

the car radio business. In fact he 

liked it so much that he eventu

ally closed down the car radio 

business and concentrated on 

making the components busi

ness work This was how the 

company Dick Smith Electronics 

began. 

Dick Smith Electronics a success 

Whoever had stolen stock from 

Dick Smith Wholesale and des

troyed the business had actually 

done Dick Smith a favour in the 

end. The failure of that company 

taught Dick a lot about himself 



By 1975 there were three Dick Smith Electronics stores. 

and about running a business. 

Within a very short time his new 

company, Dick Smith 

Electronics, was selling millions 

of dollars worth of equipment. 

Dick developed many new prod

ucts. His business expanded and 

he opened more electronic 

stores. Dick put a huge picture 

of his face outside each one, 

establishing himself as a readily
recognised symbol of quality 

electrical components. 

By 19 7 5 there were three Dick 
Smith Electronics stores and 

sales were growing. The number 

of people Dick employed was 

also growing steadily Neverthe

less Dick liked to feel that he 

knew what was happening in 

each of his stores. He kept track 

of sales by writing each weeks 

takings and wages in an exercise 

book. He knew though that 

although this system worked for 
him, it would not impress 

anyone who might be interested 

in buying the company if he 

decided to sell. Imagine handing 

a potential buyer a bundle of 

exercise books and saying that 

this was the record of how well 

the company was performing. 

He knew that the system would 

have to be computerised in or

der to impress a potential buyer. 

Eventually Dick Smith 

Electronics reached 

a stage where Dick 

decided that he 

didn't want it to 

expand any 

further. It was 

getting too big. 

The executives 

of the com

pany couldn't 

believe that 

he didn't 

Success 

'My success comes from copying people. I would never meet want to take 

advantage 
of further 

a b . 
anyone 

as 
_
usmessman or a grocer, without ,king them how they run th 

b . 
elf usmess.' 
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opportunities for growth. But 
Dick felt that he had done as 

much as he could. The challenge 
had gone out of building the 
business and there were other 
things he wanted to do. How
ever, he let the executives go 
ahead with their plans for 

expansion while he went off to 
seek adventure. It was still his 
company though and he could
n't help worrying about it. This 
constant worry led him finally to 
sell Dick Smith Electronics. 

Selling the business 

In 1982 Woolworths bought 
Dick Smith Electronics. At the 
time it was turning over more 
than $50 million a year. When 
asked why he sold the company, 
Dick said, 'Dick Smith 
Electronics got too big. There 
were 500 employees. I didn't 
know them all. I didn't like it 
any more. I was sitting in an 
office making heaps of money 
but not enjoying myself. You see, 
I'm an adventurer and I need a 
challenge. I could see then how 
you could fall into the trap of 
just being greedy' 

Having sold his company Dick 
put his money into industrial 
buildings and office blocks to 
ensure that he had an income. 
The sale freed him to do the 

14 Makers & Shakers • Dick Smith 

things he really wanted to do. 

There is no question that he had 
been an extraordinarily success
ful businessman, but he does 
not see this as the most impor
tant measure of success. 'I gauge 
success as being in a position to 

do what you want to do. So you 

can have a successful person 
who doesn't have any money, 
like maybe a park ranger.' 

One of the secrets of Dick's 
success is no secret at all. He is 
happy to declare that he owes a 
great deal to other people. He 
freely admits that his success 
comes from copying other peo

ple. Tm always prepared to copy 
good ideas', he says. This is the 

best way to learn. His recipe for 
success is a simple one. Seek 
advice, find out what works and 
what doesn't and approach the 
task with passion and enthusi
asm. He says, 'I never had any 
problems in saying to older peo
ple "Hey! You've probably made 
every mistake there is to make, 
can you give me a few sugges
tions so that I won't make the 
same mistakes!" Communicating 
well is essential as is surround
ing yourself with competent 
people. Most importantly,
don't be afraid to show your 
enthusiasm for what you do.' 



Sharing good fortune 

ick Smith never dreamed 

that he would one day be 

a rich man. He doesn't 

value money for itself, but 

only for what it can do. He has 

been called a philanthropist -

a person who does good things 

for other people without 

expecting anything in return. 

Dick wanted to fly over part of 

Antarctica, the last great wilder

ness on Earth. He believed that 

Dick hired a jumbo jet and took people on sell-out flights across Antarctica. 
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he was not the only person who 

would be interested in seeing 

Antarctica. So he hired a jumbo 

jet and sold seats. He was right. 

The flight sold out. Nine flights 

later the seats were still selling 

out. The sale of these seats could 

have made Dick Smith a lot of 

money but he wanted to do 

something for people who gen

uinely needed help - he gave the 

money to charity 

Dick Smith has given more than 

one million dollars to charity It 

gives him enormous satisfaction. 

He said, 'I am having as much 

The interior of Mawson's Hut was deteriorating badly. 

16 Makers & Shakers• Dick Smith 

enjoyment disposing of my 

money as I have had making it. 

Not a lot of people can say that.' 

An unusual event 

In 1982 Dick Smith took part in 

an unusual event. He held a 

reading of his will. Usually a 

person's will isn't read until after 

his or her death. A will sets out 

how that person wants his or her 

property and wealth disposed of. 

It is a set of instructions giving 

details about who is to get what. 

Dick Smith thought it would be 

a good idea if he read his will 

while he was still alive and 



distributed the money before his 

death. This would give him the 

satisfaction of seeing the money 

given away 

The will reading was a private 

affair. Dick did not want public

ity No journalists were invited. 

He said, 'No press. I regard the 

matter as confidential. I'm giving 

away private money and neither 

desire nor require any recogni

tion for what I am doing, other 

than the tremendous amount of 

satisfaction I'll obtain by seeing 
the money used. This will repay 

me in a way that will be worth 

many times over what it cost me 

and it is what I call a good deal 

and good value for money for 

me.' 

The organisations that benefited 

from Dick Smith's will were 

diverse. The Smith Family (a 

charitable organisation, unre

lated to Dick Smith) received a 

large sum, as did organisations 

dedicated to helping the home

less. He also gave money to 

improve drug education. 

Educating young people about 

healthy living and the dangers of 

drugs is an area in which Dick 

Smith is especially interested. 

Other organisations that re

ceived a much needed financial 

boost include the Royal Flying 

Doctor Service, the Aboriginal 

Training and Cultural Institute, 

and the Salvation Army Dick has 

also given money for research 

into muscular dystrophy, a dis

ease we still know little about. 

These organisations help 

Australians in practical ways, but 

they are also projects which are 

an important part of our history 

and which reflect who we are. 

Mawson' s hut 

Some of Dick Smiths gifts reflect 

his passion for the great pioneers 

of Australian history He has 

enormous respect for people 

who put their lives on the line in 

order to meet a 

challenge. He 

gave money to 

help restore the 

hut of Aust

ralia's great 

Antarctic 

explorer, Sir 

Douglas 

Mawson. Giving his money away This hut, in 

Common

wealth Bay, 

Antarctica, 

had 

' ... _while I was away (on my solo heli_copter flight around the world) Irealised I wouldn't be d ' aroun to feelgood when the money was divvied
remained 

untouched 

for 70 

out. So I decided there and then -,5°�ewhere between Greenland andce and, over a very stormy sea -that if I got back I would give the �oney away while I was still aliveIm glad I have.' 
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It was while Dick was on his around-the-world flight that he decided to give away much of his money to charity. 
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years. It was deteriorating 

rapidly Dick felt that to lose 

such a significant historical site 

would be a tragedy In conjunc

tion with this gift, Dick financed 
a display in Sydney's 

Powerhouse Museum that aims 

to make visitors more aware of 

Australia's role in Antarctica. 

A passion for pioneers 

Dick Smith gave money to help 

the Stockman's Hall of Fame. 

This institution has been built to 

preserve an important part of 

Australia's heritage. The pioneers 
who established Australia's pas

toral industry are remembered 

in the Stockman's Hall of Fame. 

Dick has always been interested 

in our outback pioneer history 

In fact, part of the money 

donated to the Hall of Fame is to 
be spent on researching a book 

about Sir Sidney Kidman. 

Kidman has been called the 

Cattle King - he started with 

nothing and built a huge cattle 

empire, which extended from 

south-west of Alice Springs into 

Queensland and New South 

Wales. 

Award for scouts 

One of the projects closest to 

Dick's heart is the founding of 

the Tony Balthasar Achievement 

Award' . This award is presented 

to a member of the East 

Roseville scouting group, the 
group Dick belonged to when he 

was a scout. The award remem

bers Tony Balthasar who died 

unexpectedly When Dick was a 

22-year-old Rover Scout, Tony

Balthasar made it possible for

Dick to travel to Switzerland and

take part in the International

Scout Climbing Course at

Kandestag. The award gives a

Rover Scout the same opportun

ity to do this course.
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ick Smith has always 

admired the men and 

women who pioneered 

flight. There have been an 

extraordinary number of 

important Australian flight 

pioneers, among them Bert 

Hinkler, Charles Kingsford 

Smith, Charles Ulm and Mrs 

Harry Bonney. (In 1933 Mrs 

Bonney flew in a DH Moth 

aircraft from Australia to 

England. She was the first 
woman to do this. In the 

previous year she had become 

the first woman to fly around 

Australia.) 

One of the mysteries of 

Australian aviation history was 

the whereabouts of a plane 

called The Kookaburra. In 1977 

Dick Smith began searching for 

it. He did not find it on his first 

attempt. 

The story of The Kookaburra 

In the 1920s there was a lot of 

competition among fliers to be 

20 

the first to achieve a particular 

feat, or to hold a particular 

record. Charles Kingsford Smith 

and his co-pilot Charles Ulm 

had become famous in 1927 

when they flew around Australia 

in a record time of ten days and 

five-and-a-half hours. This was 

less than half the time of the 

previous record. This was an 

incredible feat at the time. 

People were amazed. 

Kingsford Smith and Ulm had 

competition. Keith Anderson 

and Bob Hitchcock, both friends 

of Kingsford Smith, tried to beat 

the record but failed. The story 

of The Kookaburra really begins 

with an expedition set up by 

Kingsford Smith and Ulm but 

ultimately involving Anderson 

and Hitchcock. In 1929 Charles 

Kingsford Smith and Charles 

Ulm began a flight which they 

hoped would take them around 

the world. There were two 

other men in the party -

H. A. Litchfield who was the 



navigator and T. H. McWilliams 

who was the radio operator. 

They were flying in The 

Southern Cross, an aeroplane 

made famous in 1928 when 

Kingsford Smith and Ulm flew 

it in the first successful flight 

across the Pacific Ocean. 

The Southern Cross took off on 
30 March 1929. Things did not 

go as planned and the plane and 

its crew became lost. They were 

very low on fuel and were forced 

to land in a remote part of 
north-western Australia. A res

cue mission was launched. Many 

people volunteered to search for 

Australia's most famous aviators. 

Among them were Keith 

Anderson and Bob Hitchcock. 
They wanted to be the first to 

find their friends. 

The plane they flew was called 

The Kookaburra. The compass 

wasn't working properly and 

they were carrying a lot of fuel, 

making the plane very heavy 

After flying for three days they 

were forced to land in the 

Tanami Desert in the Northern 

Territory This is remote and 

dangerous country They ran out 

of water and died of thirst before 

anyone could rescue them. 

Kingsford Smith and his party 

were found and rescued, and the 

bodies of Anderson and 
Hitchcock were recovered 14 

days after they had gone miss

ing. The plane was not brought 

back and, as time went on, its 

whereabouts in the desert 

became a mystery Dick Smith 

wanted to find it and restore it. 

The search begins 

Dick knew roughly where the 

wreckage might be found 

because in 1961 a surveyor had 

come upon it while doing work 

for the Northern Territory He 

had brought back some small 

parts for identification. The 

Northern Territory Museum was 

interested in finding the wreck

age and sent people to look for it 

in 1�74 and 1975. They did not 

succeed . 

In 1977 Dick Smith made his 

first attempt. Using a helicopter 

he landed in the area but it was 

impossible to find the plane 
without a properly equipped 

search party as the area was 

rugged and one part of it looked 

just like another. A second 

search began, this time with 

vehicles, the helicopter and an 

aeroplane. Still nothing was 

found. This only made Dick 

more determined. In 1978 he 

returned to the Tanami Desert, 

bringing his wife Pip and his two 
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Sir Charles Kingsford Smith (1897-193S) 

Charles Kingsford Smith, or Smithy as he was known, 

is one of the great heroes of Aus1rnlian aviation. He 

was born in Brisbane on 9 February 1897. During 

World War One he was sent to England to train as an 

officer and was transferred to the Royal Flying Corps. 

He flew planes in France and was awarded the 

Military Cross for bravery. He was wounded and no 

longer permitted to fly, but he became an instructor 

instead. He knew that after the war he would need to 

make a career for himself in aviation. 

When the war finally ended in 1918, Smithy was 

among many pilots who made a living by offering 

joyrides. Few people, other than fighter pilots, had 

ever been up in an aircraft at that time. It was a thrill 

people were prepared to pay for. He worked in this 

way in California as well. He also worked in films and 

gave aerial displays. It earned him a living but it 

didn't pay much. He returned to Australia in 1921 

without much money. 
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Kingsford Smith's great ambition was to fly across 

the Pacific Ocean. He did not have the money he 

needed to buy the plane so he and his friend Keith 

Anderson started a trucking company in Western 

Australia called Gascoyne Transport Company. The 

money he earned from this enterprise enabled him to 

return to Sydney. Here he joined up with Charles Ulm 

and together they broke the round-Australia flight 

record. But they did not yet have a suitable plane to 

attempt a trans·Pacific crossing so they went to 

California to find one. There was a lot of interest in 

their quest and they received funds from various 

individuals as well as a fund from the people of New 

South Wales. Kingsford Smith bought the airframe of 

the Fokker aeroplane used by Sir Hubert Wilkins 

(another of Dick Smith's heroes) in his arctic flights. 

He modified the plane and gave it the name The 

Southern Cross. 

Charles Kingsford Smith (right) and Charles Ulm. 



On 31 May 1928, Kingsford Smith, Charles Ulm 

and two Americans, H. Lyon and J. Warner, took off 

from San Francisco. They accomplished the east

west crossing of the Pacific Ocean in three stages. 

The leg between Honolulu and Fiji was the longest 

distance flown non-stop by anyone up to that time. 

After a successful landing in Australia Kingsford 

Smith and his companions received many honours. 

The Southern Cross was flown by Kingsford Smith 

on several other record-making flights. In 1928 he 

made the first non-stop flight across Australia. This 

was followed by the first flight across the Tasman 

Sea to New Zealand. The attempt to fly around the 

world in The Southern Cross failed when the plane 

was forced down in the north of Western Australia. 

Keith Anderson and Bob Hitchcock lost their lives in 

The Kookaburra when searching for Kingsford Smith 

and his crew. 

daughters with him. This time 
they found the wreckage. He 

said, 'It was a moment to 

remember forever, a moment to 
dream about, to talk and laugh 

and cry about.' The remains of 

The Kookaburra were taken to 

the Alice Springs Museum. 

The tragedy of The Kookaburra 

is significant in Australian avia

tion history because it led to the 

Federal Government's decision 

that detailed aeronautical maps 
of Australia had to be made. It 

also led to flyers being obliged to 

submit flight plans detailing 

when and where they expected 

to fly Regulations were also 

introduced about the equipment 

Charles Kingsford Smith finally began his journey 

around the world in The Southern Cross in June 

1929. He was accompanied by Charles Ulm, H. A. 

Litchfield and T. H. McWilliam. Along the way they 

set a new record for the Australia-England flight. 

Kingsford Smith continued to establish new records 

for flights between England and Australia, and in 

1934 he made the first west-east crossing of the 

Pacific Ocean. In 1935 on a flight from England to 

Australia, he and his companion J. T. Pethybridge 

disappeared somewhere between India and 

Singapore - their bodies were never found. 

Charles Kingsford Smith is remembered as one of 

Australia's greatest aviators and a pioneer of aerial 

routes both within this country and between 

Australia, Europe and America. His plane, The 

Southern Cross, is treasured as one of Australia's 

most revered relics. 

planes had to have on board if 

they were to fly over remote 

areas. All these measures made 

flying safer. 

Pip and Dick Smith with the wreckage 

of The Kookaburra. 
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A record-breaking flight 

ick Smith loves 

helicopters. In fact 

he has one parked 

under his house. He uses 

it for any trips the family 

needs to make. They use 

their helicopter the way 

many people use their 

cars. It is fast, there is no 

waiting in traffic, and it 

can take the family into areas 

other vehicles would have 

difficulty managing. It is an 

exciting way for the family to 

reach their destination on 

their frequent camping trips. 

In 1982 Dick Smith had an 
extraordinary idea - he wanted 

to be the first person to fly a 
helicopter around the world, 
solo. His family supported him, 
although there were many times 
when they worried about his 

safety 

Planning the flight 

Having decided that this journey 
was something which he simply 

had to do, Dick bought a 
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Dick, flying his helicopter. 

J etRanger helicopter from the 
Bell factory in Fort Worth, Texas, 

USA. He didn't undertake this 

challenge lightly Dick doesn't 

consider himself to be irrespon

sible. A challenge will be met 

successfully, he believes, only if 
it is prepared for properly and if 

the risks are minimised by good 

planning and by using good 
equipment. His extensive 
knowledge of the experiences of 

early Australian aviators had 

taught him this. 

In his book about this historic 
flight, The Earth Beneath Me, 

Dick Smith wrote: 'If the 



helicopter had not been 

invented I would still have 

attempted to fly around the 

world. I have always been a great 
admirer of the early aviators, 

the brave men and women who 
pioneered the air routes which 

we fly in comfort in jumbo jets 

today I am proud to be an 

Australian, and very proud of 

the significant part played in the 

development of aviation by 

Australians, a part out of all pro

portion to the population of the 

country at the time. Australia 
had about five million people 
when trailblazers like Bert 
Hinkler, Charles Kingsford 

Smith, Charles Ulm, Keith and 
Ross Smith, Hubert Wilkins, 
Raymond Parer, Mrs Bonney and 

others were risking their lives in 

primitive aeroplanes with mini

mal navigation equipment. I had 

read everything I could on their 

early flights but that did not 
compensate for the real thing. I 
wondered what it would be like 

to follow in their footsteps.' 

The flight begins 

Dick's helicopter, Delta India 
Kilo, took off from Fort Worth in 

Texas and he began the long 

haul across the Atlantic Ocean. 

The experience of being alone in 

a single-engined helicopter 

above such a vast body of water 

was an unnerving one. The fact 

that the helicopter was fitted 

with the latest navigational aids 

didn't ease the loneliness and 
fear. He described it as 'a pro
foundly disturbing experience.' 

What kept him going was the 
thought of aviators who had 

made this journey, also alone, 

but without any navigational 

equipment, or radio or even 

weather forecasts. He thought 

particularly of James Mollison 

who, in 1932, was the first per

son to fly east to west across the 
Atlantic Ocean. The thought of 

Mollison's courage boosted his 
morale. He was also aware that 
his family was behind him. His 
wife Pip was there to meet him 
at various places and she was in 
charge of ordering 

supplies for him, 

getting clearances 

to fly in airspaces 
belonging to dif

ferent countries 
and making 

sure that spare 
parts got to 

him. It was 
not always 
easy or even 

possible to 

get permis

sion to fly 

over a 

Daring adventures'It's as if I can't stop doing th thin A h 
ese gs. t t e time, I regret it. Ir�member, during the helicopter flight, wondering how I could tout of !t without losing face. Bi:, kn_ow, if I had stopped, I'd still betrying to finish.'
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particular country's airspace. The 

Soviet Union as it then was (it is 

now Russia and a collection of 

independent states) did not per

mit Dick to land in its territory 

to refuel. It took all his skills to 

land his helicopter on the deck 

of a ship in the North Pacific 

Ocean for this crucial refuelling 

stop. 

Dick Smith's flight was from the 

USA, via Greenland to the 

United Kingdom and from there, 

via India to Australia. The jour

ney from the UK to Australia 

was to commemorate the his

toric flight of Bert Hinkler (see 

box) in 1928. Dick tried as 

much as possible to follow 

Hinkler's flight, right down to 

landing exactly where Hinkler 

had landed, in a park in the 

Queensland town of Bundaberg 

- the town where Hinkler had

been born. When he completed

the final leg of the flight - back

to Texas - Dick became the first

person to fly a helicopter solo

around the world. It was not to

be the last of his adventures.

Pip and Dick Smith in Greenland. Pip met Dick at various stages on his round-the-world helicopter flight. 
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Bert Hinkler 

Bert Hinkler is one of Australia's most famous avia

tors. He was born in Bundaberg on 8 December 

1892, and was interested in flying from an early 

age. He travelled to England and at the outbreak of 

World War One he joined the Royal Naval Air 

Service. He won the Distinguished Service Medal 

and joined the Royal Flying Corps. 

Hinkler wanted to make a solo flight from London 

to Australia but he couldn't get any financial backing 

for fuel, ports and maintenance. Instead he flew 

from London to Turin in Italy. This had never been 

done before and he was given the Britannia trophy 

in recognition of his feat. 

In 1928 Hinkler set out on his solo flight from 

(royden in England to Australia in an Avro Avian 

plane. He reached Darwin fifteen-and-a-half days 

later, breaking the previous record of 28 days. He 

received a hero's welcome. 

In December 1931 he set out to fly across the 

South Atlantic Ocean and despite dreadful weather 

he reached the African coast not far from his 

intended destination. This was an incredible feat 

of navigation and it made him world-famous. 

By 1933 aircraft technology had improved and 

flying times had decreased. The record for flying 

between England and Australia had been reduced to 

eight days and 20 hours. Hinkler wanted to beat 

this. He flew in the same Puss Moth aircraft that he 

had flown in across the Atlantic. His plane crashed in 

Italy and he was killed. He was buried in Florence 

with military honours. 

There is a monument to Bert Hinkler in Italy near 

the place where his plane came down, and another 

in Bundaberg, the Queensland town where he was 

born . 
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Australian Geographic 

ustralian Geographic is 

one of Australia's most 

successful magazines. 

Both it and the Australian 

Geographic Society were 

founded by Dick Smith. The 

magazine is one of his 

proudest achievements. 

He is especially proud of the fact 

that the public's support for the 

magazine has meant that his 

company has been able to give 
more than $5 million to scien
tific research, adventure and 
community projects. This is not 

bad for a project which many 

people said would never get off 
the ground - that Australians 
simply wouldn't buy an expen

sive magazine that celebrated the 

Australian environment. How 

wrong these critics were. 

One of the major aims of the 

Australian Geographic Society 

and its magazine, Australian 
Geographic, is to 'foster a love of 

our environment and natural 
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heritage and to increase 
knowledge and understanding 
of our remarkable country' . This 
is in keeping with Dick Smiths 
commitment to conservation 

and education. 

The magazine must be first class 

When Dick Smith started his 
magazine in 1986, he was 

critical of Australian printers, 

distributors, newsagents and 
advertising agencies. He felt that 
they were all too negative in 

their approach to their work and 
that this led to mediocrity He 

wanted his magazine to be 
absolutely first class, with infor
mation that was accurate and 

presented beautifully This 

meant that the costs of produc
ing it were high, but the result 

was a magazine with high

quality photographs and illustra
tions that people wanted to buy 

Dick was prepared to give the 
magazine five years to become 
successful. After that time if it 



was losing money, he would 
consider closing it down. After 
the first year Australian 
Geographic was a financial suc
cess. One of the keys to a good 
magazine is a good editor. The 
editor ensures that quality is 
maintained. More than 120 peo
ple applied for the job and Dick 
interviewed 20 of them. He was 
not happy with any of the appli
cants and he was not going to 
settle for second best. He said, 
'The problem was that not one 
of them gave me any confidence 
in his or her ability to fulfil my 
dream.' Finally Howard Whelan, 
a man who shares Dick Smith's 
love of adventure, became the 
editor. Howard Whelan had 
helped film the first Australian 
climbing expedition up the 
north face of Mount Everest. 

Subscription only 

The rapid success of Australian 
Geographic meant that the com
pany that was distributing the 
magazine was unable to keep up 
with the demand from the 
newsagents which sold it. Dick 
decided that the best solution 
would be to sell it by subscrip
tion. This means that people pay 
in advance for a certain number 
of copies and as each issue is 
published, it is mailed out to 

them. This requires an efficient 
mailing system and so a com
puter was installed to deal with 
the huge number of requests for 
subscriptions. At the same time 
the magazine was being sold in 
newsagencies, but Dick discov
ered something which is normal 
practice in newsagencies but 
which horrified him. Any copies 
of magazines which are not sold 
have their covers ripped off and 
returned to the publisher as 
evidence that the copies have 
not been sold. Seeing the beauti
ful covers of his magazine ripped 
apart made him angry He con
sidered it offensive and wasteful. 
If this was normal practice, he 
wanted nothing to do with it. 
He withdrew his magazine 
from newsagents and sold it by 
subscription only. Many people 
thought this was a 
risky business 
decision, but it 
paid off. 
Australian 
Geographic soon 
had more than 
200 000 sub
scribers in 126 
countries. This 
made Dick 
Smith the 
most 

Hard work
'Au�tra/ian Geographic has provedthat''. you put hard work into anyth,ng it will always work.,
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successful single title publisher 

in Australian publishing history 

Advertising 

Australian Geographic, like most 
other magazines, sells advertis

ing space. The money raised 

helps cover costs and create a 

profit. It also funds environ

mental research and various 

expeditions. The difference 

between Dick Smith's magazine 

and others is that the advertise

ments are to be found only at 

the beginning and at the end of 

each issue. Dick Smith also con

trols the kinds of products 

which are advertised. He will 

only accept advertisements for 

products which he would use or 

Money made by Australian Geographic is used to fund scientific expeditions and research. 
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recommend and there are no 

advertisements for alcohol or 
cigarettes. 

Sponsoring science 

Australian Geographic sponsors 
scientific expeditions and scien
tific research. It also sponsors 
people who undertake extraordi
nary adventures; people like 
Sorrel Wilby, the woman who 
walked across Tibet. Perhaps the 

most unusual of the people 

who have been sponsored by 

Australian Geographic are the 

Wilderness Couples - couples 
who have spent a year together, 
cut off from the outside world 

'

in some of the remotest parts of 
Australia. These couples had to 
rely upon their own resourceful
ness to survive. The first 
Wilderness Couple lived for a 
year in a remote part of the 

Kimberley Their experience was 
a test of their endurance - the 

year of their adventures was the 
driest year for 30 years. The 

drought, combined with high 

humidity, made their task 
doubly difficult. The second 

Wilderness Couple spent a year 
in south-west Tasmania where 

conditions were cold and wet. 
The third Wilderness Couple 
were sent to Antarctica, where 
conditions were almost unimag
inably difficult. Each couple also 

undertook some scientific 

research in areas of meteorology, 

geology and zoology Their 

adventures were covered in 

the magazine. 

Dick Smiths gamble with his 
magazine paid off because he 
had faith in Australians' interest 
in and love for their country 
People picked up on the sense 

of adventure and challenge in 
the magazine as well. They 
responded to its positive view 

of things. Its beautiful maps, 
graphics and photographs, it 

seemed, were well worth the 
pnce. 
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·r o the North Pole

I 
t was one of Dick Smith's 

ambitions to fly a helicopter 

to the North Pole. His love 

of helicopters springs from the 

sense that flying in them is, 

he says, like flying on a magic 

carpet. The visibility from 

them is also excellent. 'When

ever you spy something of 

interest,' he says, 'you can 

simply land and have a look.' 

Dick had had a pilots licence 

since 1973. This licence was to 

fly fixed-wing aircraft. The term 
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fixed-wing aircraft is an aeronau

tical term used to distinguish 

aeroplanes from other aircraft 

such as helicopters, rockets, bal

loons and hang gliders. In 1975 

he had bought an aeroplane for 

himself, but the discovery of 

how thrilling a helicopter ride is 

- he discovered this while

searching for the wreckage of

The Kookaburra in 1977 - led

him to buy a BellJetRanger

helicopter in 1979. All he had to

then do was learn how to fly it

Dick has flown all over Australia in his helicopter. 



and get a helicopter licence. 
The helicopter then became 
the family's main means of 
transport. 
Whizzing about the country
side in a helicopter is very 
different from attempting to 
fly the machine to the North 
Pole. As always, Dick Smith 
looked to his aviation heroes for 
inspiration. In this case it was 
the example of Hubert Wilkins 
that inspired him (see box)_ 

If at first you don't succeed ... 
Dick Smith's first attempt to 
reach the North Pole in 1986 

' ' 

failed. He almost made it, but he 
had to give up just 670 kilome
tres short of his destination 
because his navigation equip
ment was beginning to fail and 
visibility had dropped to almost 
zero. Under those conditions it 
would have been foolish to go 
on. Depressed about having to 
turn back, the very low tempera
tures added to Dick's troubles. 
The cockpit of his helicopter was 
not heated and the temperature 
had dropped to -38° C. He was 
particularly miserable because 
he had planned to fly a heli
copter from pole to pole that 
same year. It began to look as if 
he couldn't even complete a trip 
to one pole, let alone both of 

Dick, dressed for the cold on his way to the North Pole. 

them. Despite this disappoint
ment, 1986 provided Dick 
Smith with a real highlight - he 
was named Australian of the 
Year. 
Never one to give up, Dick 
Smith made two more attempts 
to reach the North Pole in his 
JetRanger Helicopter. The third 
attempt, in April 1987, was suc
cessful. It would not have been 
successful had he not been able 
to refuel in parts of the Arctic 
Circle where fuel was not avail
able. He had the fuel delivered 
in an aircraft called 
the Twin Otter. 
This aeroplane 
could land and 
take off on ice 
or water and it 
could fly three 
times further 
than the heli-
copter on a 
tank of fuel. 
When Dick 

Helicopters 

;L
�t me make it clear that I lovet ,copters. Helicopters are the u tlmate off-road vehicles.,
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reached the pole, his wife Pip 

was there to meet him and to 

take fuel out onto the ice for 

him. She had arrived in the 

Twin Otter. 

T he Twin Otter fixed-wing air

craft so impressed Dick with its 

capabilities that he decided that 

he would use one, rather than 

a helicopter, to fly from pole to 

pole. Having become the first 
person to fly a helicopter to the 

North Pole, he began preparing 

to make this epic flight from 

pole to pole. For Dick Smith 

there is always one more 

adventure, one more challenge. 

Sir George Hubert Wilkins ( 1888-1958) 

Sir George Hubert Wilkins is one of the most 

extraordinary explorers Australia has produced. Dick 

Smith believes that his achievements are under

appreciated, that his name should be as familiar 

to us as Bert Hinkler or Kingsford Smith. 

Wilkins was born in South Australia at Mount 

Bryan East. When he was 20 years old he worked 

his way to the United Kingdom. He was among the 

first people to experiment with parachuting and 

saw the potential for aerial photography at a very 

early stage. He worked as a photographer with a 

London newspaper and then with a newsreel 

company. He took some of the earliest known film 

footage of combat during the Balkans War of 

1912-13. 

Between 1913 and 1916 Wilkins worked in the 

Canadian Arctic. He did more than take photographs. 

He was second in command of a scientific expedition 

and he proved himself remarkably talented in a num

ber of scientific fields. He also revealed a particular 

talent for polar travel, which in those days was 

incredibly difficult, uncomfortable and dangerous. 

Wilkins become on official photographer attached 

to the Military History Deportment of the Australian 

Government and his work took him into the heat of 

battle. Showing enormous courage under fire, he 

was twice wounded and was awarded the Military 

Cross for bravery. 
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After World War I, Wilkins was appointed second 

in command of the British Imperial Antarctic 

Expedition of 1920-21. In 1922 he was the 

photographer on the great Antarctic explorer 

Shackleton's last expedition. Shackleton's work in 

the Antarctic convinced Wilkins that there was a 

place for aircraft in the exploration of the Earth's 

polar regions. In 1926 Wilkins bought two planes 

and had them shipped to Alaska. From there, with 

his co-pilot Ben Eilson, he mode several flights includ

ing one over the Polar Basin. The following year they 

did on aerial survey of the area known as the Pole of 

Relative Inaccessibility. On the flight back from this 

remote place the plane ran out of fuel and had to be 

abandoned. Wilkins and Eilson walked for 13 

gruelling days over drifting ice before they reached 

safety. 

On 16 November 1928 Wilkins mode the first 

Antarctic flight. He mode further flights over areas of 

Antarctica, mapping the landscape. Demonstrating 

the extraordinary breadth of his abilities, he went on 

to prove the feasibility of using submarines under 

pack ice. Until the outbreak of World War II, Wilkins 

continued Arctic and Antarctic explorations. In all he 

mode more than 30 polar expeditions. He won 

many awards for his work and was knighted in 

1928. He died in the United States on 1 December 

1958. His ashes were scattered over the North Pole. 
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ick Smith is always 

looking for the next chal

lenge, the next adventure. 
He had ridden in a hot-air 

balloon a few times and had 

found the experience thrilling. 
He decided that he would 
like to be the first person to 

fly a hot-air balloon across 

Australia. 

At the time there was only one 
manufacturer of hot -air balloons 
in the country This was Phil 
Kavanagh, a former hot-air bal
looning champion. He offered to 
build Dick Smith a balloon that 
would do the job. Ballooning 
can be a dangerous sport so it 
was essential that the very best 
equipment be used. Kavanagh 

was an experienced hot-air 
balloon builder, but the type of 
balloon needed for a flight of 
this magnitude had never been 
made in Australia before. Dick 

Smith, who has always said that 
he minimised risk wherever he 
could, went to England for his 
balloon. At the time he said, 'I 

fr u 

would have pref erred to buy an 
Australian balloon but I value 
my life.' 

The challenge to a race 

Phil Kavanagh challenged Dick 
Smith to a race across the conti
nent. This made the challenge 
ahead doubly interesting to 
Dick. He agreed to the race. 

A man in England 

named Don Cameron 
had taken Pilatre 
de Rozier's basic 
idea of a balloon 
powered by hot 

air and gas (see 
box) and built 

Envy 

a modern 
balloon. This 
type of balloon 
is called a 

Roziere. Don 

' ... / knew that the risk was reallygreat of me, the tall poppy, beingtorn down. That's going to happen one day. It must do because the tallP�PPY syndrome is really a jealousythmg and I was jealous of other successful people. So I can understandthat. It's envy. And it's a humancharacteristic.'

Cameron 
proved in 
1978 that it 

was suitable 
for marathon 
flights when 
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Balloon flight 

People have always been fascinated by the idea of 

flight. Before the Wright brothers made the first pow

ered flight in 1903 in the United States of America, 

the closest people had come to prolonged flight was 

in machines which resembled gliders or in balloons. 

These machines were at the mercy of the wind. The 

first person to leave the ground in a hot-air balloon 

and see the earth below as a bird might see it was 

Pilotre de Rozier. In 1783 in a balloon made from 

linen and paper and fuelled by hot air generated by a 

fierce fire of wool and straw, he managed to coax his 

he and Chris Davey, his co-pilot, 

flew a Roziere from N ewfound

land, in Canada, to France. Dick 

Smith believed that the Cameron 

Roziere was his best chance of 

successfully crossing Australia. 

His belief was confirmed when 

he visited the starting point, 

in the USA, of the Chrysler 

Transatlantic Challenge balloon 

race in 1992. He looked at the 

Roziere balloons there and knew 

that he had found his craft. 

The balloon 

The Roziere balloon has two 

compartments. At the top of the 

balloon there is a helium-filled 

gas compartment and under that 

there is a section which traps 

hot air. The hot air warms the 

helium and this gives the balloon 

the ability to fly at an even 

altitude because the helium can 

be kept at a fairly constant 
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balloon into the air, to the astonishment of onlookers. 

De Rozier's flight was a success and he was deter

mined to prove that hot-air balloons could become a 

means of long-distance travel. He died two years 

after his first flight while attempting to cross the 

English Channel - the body of water between 

England and France. The balloon he had invented for 

this attempt was a new type, constructed so that it 

used both hot air and gas - in this case hydrogen. It 

was a beautiful machine, intricately decorated and 

called Tour de Calais. 

temperature. Ordinary hot-air 

balloons aren't suitable for long 
flights because they would re

quire too many heavy gas cylin

ders to keep the burners going. 

A Roziere doesn't need as many 

cylinders because the helium 

can be heated by sunlight. 

The main problem with hot-air 

balloons is that they are difficult 

to control. They cannot be 

steered because they depend 

entirely on the movement of the 

wind. So how does a balloon get 

from A to B safely? The pilots, 

or aeronauts as they are called, 

have to know a lot about air cur

rents and how altitude affects 

wind direction. Using informa

tion from the Bureau of Meteo

rology the aeronauts can roughly 

chart a course. The Bureau 
of Meteorology established a 

control centre at the Australian 



Geographic headquarters in 

Terrey Hills so Dick Smith and 

his competitor could have access 

to the latest information about 

the weather and wind patterns, 

no matter where they were in 

Australia. 

What was the basket of earlier 

hot -air balloons is a high tech 

capsule, or gondola, under the 

Roziere balloon. It is large 

enough for two people and is fit

ted with satellite navigation and 

communication systems. There 

is room for food and water and, 

because a marathon flight might 

take several days, there is even a 

portable toilet. In case the cap

sule comes down over water, it is 

equipped with hollow keels 

which fill with water to help 

right it and balance it. 

The race begins 

With the balloon ready and the 

weather conditions favourable, 

Dick Smith and his co-aero

naut, John Wallington, took off 

from Carnarvon in Western 

Australia. They were aware that 

there had been six previous 

attempts to accomplish a hot

air balloon flight across 

Australia, the last in 1984. All 

had failed. Dick Smith 

admired the people who had 

made these attempts and was 

inspired by their example. 

The race began and soon the 

balloons were travelling at 

heights of up to 18 000 feet 

(about 6000 metres). (Feet, not 

metres, is the unit of measure

ment used for altitude in avia

tion.) Dicks racing competitor, 

Phil Kavanagh, landed 3000 

kilometres from his take off 

point without completing the 

race, so if Dick Smith's balloon 

could go the whole distance, not 

only would he win the race, but 

he and his co-pilot would 

become the first people to 

accomplish this feat. Forty hours 

after take-off, on 17 June 1993, 

Dick Smith landed in northern 

New South Wales. 

He had done it! 

Dick Smith in his hot-air balloon just after 

landing to complete the first balloon flight 

across Australia. 
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he idea of flying around 

the world over both poles 

appealed to Dick Smith. 

Anyone could fly around the 

world from east to west or 

west to east (although Dick 

was the first to do this in a 
helicopter) but to do it landing 

at both poles, now that was 

a challenge. 

Dick had decided that the best 

aircraft for this journey was a 

fixed-wing Twin Otter. The Twin 

Otter could fly great distances 

before it needed refuelling. It 

used turbine fuel, which is the 

same fuel used by helicopters. 
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The advantage of this fuel is that 

it is available almost everywhere 

in the world, so wherever he 

landed he could be assured that 

there would be suitable fuel 

ready for him. (During his heli

copter flight, Dick had needed to 

refuel often as helicopters can't 

carry large volumes of fuel. 

Sometimes he had landed in 

places where fuel was unavail

able and his fuel had to be 

brought to him, carried in fact 

by a Twin Otter.) 

The Twin Otter could land 

almost as easily as a helicopter. 

It could also land and take off on 

The Twin Otter in Canada on Dick's way to the North 

Pole for the round-the-world from Pole to Pole flight. 



ice and on water. One 

tremendous advan

tage was that the 

cabin of the Twin 

Otter was not pres

surised. This meant 

that the windows 

could be opened to 

allow photographs to 

be taken. This was an important 

consideration because Dick 

Smith likes to share his adven

tures in the form of books con

taining spectacular photographs, 

usually taken either by himself 

or Pip. 

An aircraft is found 

The flight could not be under

taken unless a suitable aircraft 

was found. Dick located the 

Twin Otter he wanted in 

Nairobi, in Africa. He brought it 

back to Australia and learned 

how to fly it. He then fitted it 

out with the latest navigational 

equipment and with skis for 

landing on snow. He was ready 
to go in 1989. 

The next step was to organise 

clearances to land in 16 coun

tries and to fly over two other 

countries. This is not a simple 

matter as there are many regula

tions which govern when and 

where private aircraft can fly.
While preparing for his flight 

Dick had an idea. He had 

In the cockpit of the Twin Otter, The Sir Hubert Wilkins. 

planned to fly from pole to pole 

via North and South America, 
but it occurred to him that 

no one had ever flown from 

Australia to the Australian 

Antarctic Territory. He decided 
to fly from Australia, south 

across the South Pole and 

then to the North Pole. The 

Australian Antarctic Territory 

had always been serviced by sea 

during the Antarctic summer. 

Sir Hubert Wilkins had flown to 

Antarctica in 1928, 

but he had left 

from Deception 

Island, one of 

the South 

Shetland 

Islands. 

Wilkins was 

such a hero of 

Dick Smith's 

that he had 

named his 

Best adventure
'/� d say the adventure I like most isbe,�g with my family and campingout m the bush.' 

Makers & Shakers • Dick Smith 39 



Twin Otter aircraft Sir Hubert 

Wilkins in his honour. 

Government support 

Gaining the support of the 

Australian government removed 

a lot of headaches. The flight 

would provide valuable scientific 

data for The Australian Antarctic 

Division. Countries with bases 

in Antarctica also offered to help. 

The Russians offered to tow fuel 

more than 1 400 kilometres 

inland so that Dick's Twin Otter 

would be able to refuel. This 

solved a major problem and he 

was very grateful. He was not as 

happy with the Americans who 

refused to supply fuel or even 

weather information. They were 

opposed to independent expedi

tions as mistakes can have 

disastrous and expensive conse

quences. They opposed Dick 

Smith's expedition, even though 

he had Australian Government 

backing and had organised an 

efficient rescue back-up. 

There was no question that the 

expedition was a risky one. 

However, in keeping with his 

belief that risks should be min

imised, Dick hired the best help 

available. He wrote, 'To min

imise the risks, I needed the 

most experienced people to 

accompany me. Its been my pol

icy in life to surround myself 

with the most capable people; 

it's amazing how that adds to the 

success of any project.' Giles 

Kershaw, an experienced Arctic 

and Antarctic pilot joined the 

expedition as did Rob Toma an 
' 

engineer experienced in working 

in sub-zero temperatures. 

Pip Smith joined her husband in 

the Twin Otter on some sections 

A brief stop in Nepal during a photographic round-the-world flight. 
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of the flight. Once again she 
found herself at the North Pole. 
The flight around the world over 
both poles was a great success. 
A book was published after the 
journey had completed. 
It is called Our Fantastic Planet: 

Circling the Globe via the Poles 

with Dick Smith. 

Around the world - again 

In 1992 Dick and Pip Smith 
circled the summit of Mount 
Everest and took spectacular 
photographs. In Australian 

Geographic Qanuary-March 
1993) Dick wrote: The experi
ence was unbelievable and I felt 
privileged to be one of the very 
few people to obtain permission 
from the Nepalese government 
to fly over summit.' 

In 1992 Dick decided to 
make another helicopter 
flight around the world. 
This time he intended to 
take Pip with him. He 
bought a twin-engine 
S76 Sikorsky heli
copter. Once again the 
aircraft was modified to 
suit its role. At their 
journey's end Dick and 
Pip had flown more 
than 39 607 nautical 

miles (73 kilome-
tres) and they had 

taken more than 10 700 pho
tographs. These are a valuable 
record of what our planet looks 
like in the last decade of the 20th 
century. said, 'I hope that 
many of the areas will be photo
graphed again 10 years' time 
from exactly the same position. 
Then the experts \\ill be able to 
monitor environmental changes 
and gain an enormous insight 
into remote parts of the world.' 

Dick Smith has no plans to bring 
his adventures to an end. In fact 
he hopes to make further trips 
his new Cessna aircraft, produc
ing documentaries and books of 
his travels. Dick Smith will 
always be in pursuit of his 
dreams. 

Dick and Pip in Iceland. 
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aeronautical 
having to do with the science of 
air travel. An aeronautical map, 
for example, is one that is useful 
for pilots who need information 
that an ordinary map wouldn't 
provide. 

aviation 
having to do with aircraft. 
Aviation history, for example, is 
the history of peoples progress 
in finding ways to fly 

bureaucracy 
organisation where decisions are 
made by a central administra
tion. Bureaucracies often involve 
many detailed and long proce
dures which can be frustrating 
for people who want to get 
things done quickly 

conservationist 
a person who wants to preserve 
the elements of an environment 
he or she considers valuable 

fixed-wing aircraft 
aeronautical term used to distin
guish aeroplanes from other air
craft such as helicopters, rockets 
and balloons 

frequencies 
radio frequencies are the differ
ent wavelengths that make up 
radio signals 

helium 
colourless gas which is very 
light. Helium is often used in 
hot -air balloons because it is 
lighter than air. 

Leaving Certificate 
certificate to say that a student 
has completed study equivalent 
to the level of year 11 

living will 
a will enacted while a person is 
still alive 

philanthropist 
a person who helps others and 
expects nothing in return 

pioneer 
a person who explores new 
regions or who begins a new 
enterprise 

premature 
something that happens before it 
is expected 

receiver 
the part of a device which 
receives sound or signals. A 
radio receiver picks up radio 
signals and translates them into 
sound waves. 

subscription 
payment for a number of issues 
of a magazine in advance 

transmitter 
equipment used to send radio or 
television signals 

turnover 
the amount of money a business 
takes in sales 

workaholic 
a person who finds it difficult to 
stop working 
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Dii:k Smith is an ,idvcnturer, ;t busincssm,m ;m<l ;, keen !o\'cr of 1hc 
natural world. His adventurous spirit has kd him 10 achieve many 
world first5. He was the first person to make a solo helicopter night 
around the world and the llrsl 10 fly across Allstralia in ,1 
hot-air balloon. Through hard work and not being afraid to ask for 
advice, his electronics company, Dick Smith Electronics, and his 
nature magazine, Australi<111 Geographic, both became very 
successful enterprises. Bui wi.lh all his adl'cn11.1rcs and successes, it 
is !rnshwalking and camping with his family that Dick Smith 
values the most. 
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